Progressively elevated levels of biologically active (free) cortisol during pregnancy by a direct radioimmunological assay of diffusible cortisol in an equilibrium dialysis system.
The measurement of free cortisol would be preferable with respect to the total hormone content, since it yields more reliable information about the plasma levels of the biologically active cortisol. We have developed a new method for the determination of the apparent free plasma cortisol concentration (AFCC) by means of direct radioimmunological measurement of dialyzed cortisol. The AFCC was measured in 23 plasma pools obtained from normal pregnant women at various gestational times and in 18 nonpregnant women. The mean AFCC was 19.5 +/- 7.1 ng/ml in pregnant women and 9.0 +/- 6.2 ng/ml in nonpregnant women (p less than 0.005). The percent of free cortisol (%FC) showed a progressive increase during pregnancy reaching the lower limits of the normal range at the third trimester. However, the mean of %FC was significantly lower (p less than 0.005) in pregnant women than in nonpregnant women. Our data show a progressive increase of biologically active cortisol during pregnancy.